the new media make them a potential means of strengthening democracy. However, there are at least two polarized opinions-very positive and very negative expectations regarding the consequences of their use on communities, participation and social capital, depending on whether the authors conceptualize the new media as broadening the participation space available to people (e.g. Rheingold, 1993; McKenna & Bargh, 1998) , or as competing with and poor compensation for "real" face-to-face interpersonal communication and social interaction (e.g. Putnam, 2000; Nie, 2001) .
Let us take a more gradual approach to the subject: Back in 1993, based on his positive experiences of the way in which the online community he was member of operated, Rheingold (ibid.) became one of the first visionaries (and theorists) of online activism. He spoke eloquently about the renewal of community life, about fostering democratic decision making, not rooted in geographic proximity but in digital democratization and based on everyone having an equal opportunity to participate, even the under-privileged. But soon other authors (e.g. Rifkin, 2000) began to highlight what became known as the digital divide, or later digital inequality, which refers to the differences in abilities to access this "brave new world" between people in economically developed and developing countries or between the rich and/or educated and the poor and/or less educated in the same country. Although there are now alternative formulations of the digital divide, which take into account the individualized and hybrid nature of cyberspaces (see Graham, 2011) , the problem of accessibility still exists. In 2014, 60% of the world's population does not use the internet and more than 90% of non-users are from the developing world (International Telecommunication Union, 2014) . Thus the digital space is still intertwined with power structures and economic differences offline, and although there may be greater freedom than in the offline world, we still cannot speak of complete equality Rheingold dreamt of (Rheingold, ibid.) .
Another important question is whether special skills are required for effective use of the new media (digital literacy). The situation has changed since the 1990s and today internet use is much more intuitive and the skills generally needed do not include computer programming; nonetheless, simply put, it is the case that more young people than older people use the internet efficiently and effortlessly (see the concepts of Digital natives and Digital immigrants, Prensky, 2001 ). Unfortunately, "older" here means born after 1985, as the official definition of Digital Natives on the Wikipedia suggests (see e.g. http://de.wikipedia. org/wiki/Digital_Native).
Not only do the online/virtual environments (a much more general concept than virtual communities) and interaction there not automatically provide equal opportunities to all, but the freedom experienced by those who can participate is not as absolute as was prophesized. Given the primary invisibility of markers of potentially discriminating group memberships, it was hoped that people would make use of the potential to act freer online and not let themselves be limited by social and cultural norms (e.g. Turkle, 1997) . However, newer research shows how sometimes many limiting norms as if were transplanted into virtual environments-concerning, for instance, gender identity (Boyd, 2001) or ethnic and sexual identity (Zhao, 2008) and also the amount of online participation (Hargittai, 2007) .
Earlier virtual communities research concentrated on how these communities differ from "real life groups" (also called RL groups or face to face groups) and whether they function according to the same or different principles, and whether they directly compete with one other. There were those who prophesized a dramatic increase of social capital because of online environments 2 (Rheingold, 1993; McKenna & Bargh, 1998) and others who prophesized its dramatic decrease. The latter mainly as a consequence of a supposed superficial or even delusory online togetherness, causing loneliness, estrangement and a deterioration in "real" relationships (meaning face-to-face relationships here-e.g. Nie, 2001 ). Nie (ibid.) argues that people only have a limited amount of hours a day in which they can socialize-if they spend some of this time online, then he believes both the quantity and quality of interpersonal communication and social interaction decrease. By contrast, in their often cited paper McKenna and Bargh (ibid.) argue that being in a virtual group can positively influence behaviour in other (real) groups, especially in terms of the potential to live freely and integrate previously marginalized identities.
Most recently the viewpoint has prevailed that using the internet can in many ways help to build as well as maintain social capital, but the original dichotomy has become more differentiated. The later research often highlights the different impacts online communication has on strong and weak ties (rare and important vs. more numerous and less important relationships, for a definition, see Granovetter, 1973) . It concentrates on how communities change because of the internet; the online-offline dichotomy is not used any more, and mixed communities are thematized instead (see Boase et al., 2006; Ellison et al., 2007) . Internet communication is not seen as the opposite of "real" communication, as being completely different from normal social life, but rather as another communication means/channel that people use in meaningful ways in order to achieve their goals (e.g. often in combination with face-to-face meetings and phone calls to maintain and build social relationships). The emphasis is on the role of the internet in maintaining relationships with people already known from offline environments-in the age of mobility this enables active interpersonal contact in large social networks, even if they are geographically quite "widely spread out" (e.g. Lampe et al., 2006) . 3 Recently, because of the increasingly widespread use of global computer networks in new parts of the world and among wider groups of people, new horizons for research have been opening up, often concerning specific groups, e.g. different minority groups or ethnically defined groups (see Saunders, 2006; Lee & Wong, 2003) . Since the internet has also radically changed media use, it has consequences for the way media is produced and consumed by ethnic minorities, and this is important for the construction of collective identities (Anderson, 1991) . Migrants, as well as residential minorities members can now stay in daily contact with the country of origin or with the culture they identify with by following the media and affordable communication channels, which can also impact on civic participation (see also Petrjánošová & Lášticová, 2010) .
Additionally, as (mainly since 2003) new kinds of virtual environments-Social Network(ing) Sites (SNSs) like Facebook (and also MySpace, Flickr, LinkedIn, Friendster, Couchsurfing and many more) and social networking services like Twitter-have evolved and gained immense popularity, research into groups' activities, political persuasions and civic participation has evolved "there" as well (Moorstedt & Schrenk, 2009 ).
If we come back to the two polarized opinions on the consequences of partaking in all these virtual communications/ environments/ activities/ relationships/ groups (now so commonplace in developed countries) for communities, participation and social capital over the last ten years, we see that the initial opinions celebrating the new media in connection with new opportunities for information acquisition and participation are gaining more support. But as the problems of digital inequality and digital literacy (or lack of) persist, new fears emerge alongside the high hopes. Can we really expect that in the future civic participation will spread and become easier and that there will be a higher share of informed and effective citizens? One might expect this of young people and young adults for example, as the use of new media among these groups is extraordinary prevalent, or in various marginalized groups, for whom traditional participation is problematic for some reason. Or should we expect instead a growing difference between the more and the less educated, the more and the less economically secure, etc.-the well-known problem of "traditional" participation?
We attempted to explore some of these questions in the Slovak context via a research project called New media as a democracy development tool? Mapping the current situation and assessing the potential of civic participation online in Slovakia. While working on the project we met many fellow academics interested in similar questions and we were able to persuade some of them to collaborate in putting this issue together.
In the first paper in the monothematic part, "New media, social capital and transnational migration: Slovaks in the UK", Barbara Lášticová investigates Slovak migrant use of new media to build social capital in the UK, as well as maintain social capital in their country of origin. The paper draws on data from a pilot study involving 36 Slovaks (5 interviews and 31 questionnaires) living in the UK, and from content analysis of the main Facebook page for Czechs and Slovaks living in the UK, "Czechs and Slovaks in the UK".
The participants claimed to use new media in order to build as well as maintain social capital both in the country of origin and in the UK and to do so via a pragmatic combination with face-to-face contact and mobile phone use. They do not seem to be aware of a digital gap and consider new media use to be an option widely accessible to everybody, which may be illusory. In general, the results partially support the claim that social media are not only new communication channels, but also transform migrant networks and lower the threshold for migration. Nonetheless, it is too early to estimate their overall impact on the migration process, since many additional factors have to be taken into account.
In the second paper, "Alerts and affairs in the "brigádnik" dossier. The trajectory of public problems in (and beyond) online discussion spaces", Simon Oliver Smith describes the covert seeding by political parties of forums and blogs hosted by a leading Slovak daily newspaper, and the techniques developed to defend these 'public spheres' against perceived colonisation by professional political communicators under false identities. In order to elucidate the term "brigádnik" used in online discussions, he explains that in English it means "a temp" or temporary worker, and usually the whole term used was "a temp from Súmračná street" (which is the address of the Smer-Social Democracy party headquarters-the current governing party in Slovakia), and over time the term has become increasingly effective as a discursive shorthand for expressing disquiet with the demand for corrective action. In the paper, the author follows the trajectory of a collective inquiry which gathered and evaluated evidence to support public accusations of the false identities of blog debaters and thus demonstrates the vulnerability of the socio-technological systems used by the media to host e-participation and highlights their capacities for self-regulation.
It would seem that the democracy of the new online worlds does not function quite as Rheingold (ibid.) would have liked; there are rather complex boundary struggles over the appropriation and regulation of these new spaces in order to negotiate practically enforceable definitions that distinguish free public debate from political marketing and plain deception.
In These two authors also begin with a dichotomy concerning online political communication, but one that differs from the one I used earlier in this introductory. Instead of referring to optimists and pessimists concerning the potential of democratization online, they talk about groups of "Net optimists" hoping for a better future (again featuring Rheingold, among others) and "Net sceptics" who claim that it is all "business as usual". The authors claim to be able to apply both discourses successfully without being contradictory. Having explored different kinds of online behaviour by different kinds of parties (the "Believers"-small parties with an activist background; the "Marketers"-major parties with cartel-like structures, a technocratic approach to politics, significant amounts of money and PR professionals; and the remaining "Traditionalists"), the authors conclude that the social dynamic is not changing dramatically (personal connections and mass media attention still matter), but there is a very obvious transformation of the logic behind the communication. While most parties do not exploit the potential of Twitter and do not connect more closely with potential voters and use it in a one-to-many mode (like the old mass media), some of the new players have successfully incorporated features of either the new connective action logic or the more traditional collective action logic into their communication strategies. Thus the authors reveal an interesting emerging typology of campaign strategies for online environments, from formal and centralized ones to various hybrid overlaps between traditional and new forms of communication.
The fourth paper, "Asynchronous email interview as a qualitative research method in the humanities", by Kateřina Ratislavová and Jakub Ratislav, is somewhat different from the first three, because it concentrates on a new research method enabled by widespread internet use rather than on specific kinds of (political) behaviour. However, I was happy to include this article in the monothematic part because it provides us with a real life example of how the internet enabled the research participants to do something to actively change the research setting in a way that was more advantageous for them. The example comes from a research project on the grieving process Czech women underwent after perinatal loss (the death of a child before, during or shortly after birth), in which the authors had planned face-to-face interviews as their main empirical material gathering method. But for various reasons, some of the women said they did not have the courage for a face-to-face interview and perhaps also preferred the anonymity and intimacy of their home environment, but that they were happy to share their traumatic experience in an email interview. Other women gave spatial distance or workload as barriers to attending a face-to-face interview, but again, they were happy to express their views, in writing only, at home and at times when they could find the free time or could control the pace of disclosure. I see this new approach as empowering since it enabled the participation of more (probably different) women and thus possibly also broadened the range of shared experiences and views.
The authors agreed to the participants' wishes and are now able to describe the advantages, challenges and best practices of the asynchronous email interview method, based on the academic literature as well as their own experience. They compare "traditional" face-to-face interviews with asynchronous email interviews and discuss in some detail the effectiveness gains made in relation to time as well as cost, the ease of overcoming long distances, the anonymity effect and the therapeutic effect, which they see as being the biggest advantages. They also raise some middling limitations, such as the "poverty" of the written communication in comparison with face-to-face interviews and the complications caused by the asynchronicity as the main challenges of the method.
Reading the four papers side by side raises another interesting issue-the new media do not only offer new social environments for people (able to access them and skilled enough to use them effectively) to engage in (and to be more free, more active, and more equal), but also allow social scientists to explore the social in new ways.
